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MORPHOLOGICAL ANALYSIS AND FUTURE-ORIENTED 
INNOVATION MANAGEMENT: 
LESSONS FROM FORESIGHT RESEARCH 
 
Mehdi Mozuni1 and Wolfgang Jonas2 






Projecting a concept derived from an analytical level is a complicated but established process in innovation 
management. However, conventional design processes will face methodological obstacles, when a future 
system with rapid changing key factors is addressed, since: (1) the time-scale, in which the problem space 
is introduced, addresses users that are non-existent yet; and (2) continuing changes in key factors and their 
interactions make the process incapable of conceiving the relationships and delivering synthesizable data. 
In this case, the rational core, upon which the projection is established, suffers itself from the lack of 
substantiation. Morphological Analysis and Delphi technique are stablished tools, each having known 
advantages and disadvantages in the foresight research. We suggest that a morphology-based Delphi 
technique can support the process of projecting the future in innovation-demanded large problem 
complexes. In addition, these two tools can mutually Đoǀeƌ eaĐh otheƌ’s theoretical and functional deficits 
by illustrating transparent value-based arguments in a modifiable iterative manner. 
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1. Introduction 
The practice of systemic design has in any case a procedural overlap with foresight research, as it principally 
aims at a wished state in the future (Fig. 1). This overlap grows specially when systemic design as a user-
centric approach, is incapable of researching the user, i.e. the subjected system addresses users of a mid 
or long-term future (e.g. 10 years from now)   
A further problem in future-oriented designs are the ever-changing values of the key-factors. Under this 
dynamic, the rational core, upon which the projection is being established, will need itself a constant 
validation (Ritchey, 2011). 
                                                             
1
  PhD Research Scholar 
2
 Professor of Design theory  
Proceedings of RSD5 Symposium, Toronto, 2016 
2 
Fig. 1 overlap of systemic design and foresight research in practicing scenario generation  
 
For coping with this problem, designing future systems will have to draw methodological fundaments 
(theory and practice) from the domain of foresight research (Godet, M., Chapuy, P., & Menant 1991). 
One of these fields is the adaptation of scenario techniques into future-oriented systemic design. However, 
these techniques seem not to be satisfying enough, as creative design demands extra skills than predicting 
the future. 
The benefits of matrix-based approaches in modelling highly complex problem-spaces have been discussed 
by various researchers (see for example Mocko et al., 2007; Steward, 1981). These approaches are mostly 
kŶoǁŶ iŶ desigŶ aŶd eŶgiŶeeƌiŶg as ͞Generative DesigŶ͟, aŶd iŶ foƌesight ƌeseaƌĐh uŶdeƌ the teƌŵ 
͞MoƌphologiĐal AŶalǇsis͟. The clustering possibility that matrix-based approaches provide, is a 
comprehensive scheme for modelling dynamic key-factors, simulating their interactions and displaying all 
(mathematically) possible solutions. Many of these techniques are implemented in CAD3  algorithms.  Yet, 
some researchers refer to the lack of nobility and/or the deficit of these algorithms in stimulating the 
creativity of a design team (see for example Krish, 2011; Singh & Gu, 2012).  
Delphi technique is considered in foresight research as a reliable alternative to user research.  The 
technique is recognized for delivering highly innovative scenarios (due to its rich mental asset) yet weak in 
a systematic exploration of entire solution-space. We suggest that a matrix-based cumulative expert survey 
(a hybrid algorithm of Delphi technique and morphological analysis) can support the process of innovation-
management in very complex future-oriented environments.  In addition, these two tools can mutually 
Đoǀeƌ eaĐh otheƌ’s theoƌetiĐal aŶd fuŶĐtioŶal defiĐits ďǇ illustƌatiŶg tƌaŶspaƌeŶt ǀalue-based arguments in 
a modifiable iterative manner. 
In the following (1) we discuss the theoretical framework of matrix-based system thinking, where foresight 
research ŵeets ͞ƌeseaƌĐh thƌough desigŶ͟(Jonas, 2007), (2) review the advantages and disadvantages of 
both Delphi technique and Morphological Analysis in generating scenarios in design and foresight research 
and (3) propose a generic approach, in which Delphi technique receives a systemic framework from 
morphological analysis. 
 
                                                             
3
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2. Epistemological and methodological background 
In foresight research, matrix-based approaches are known under the term Morphological Analysis(MA) or 
General Morphological Analysis. Morphological analysis is the act of splitting and clustering objects, 
phenomena and concepts to such detail that our mental world image could conceive and visualize the 
interrelations among them (Zwicky, 1967). 
 
A methodological equivalent of Morphological 
Analysis in the design practice, is Generative Design 
(GD). GD aims at computerizing the classic intuition-
based process of generating concepts. GD algorithms 
follow the principle of designing a scheme for 
creating ideas by an autonomous machine, instead of 
designing the product directly (McCormack, et al., 
2004).   
Generative design itself draws heavily its theoretical 
framework on parametric algorithms.4  
Parametric modelling is the idea of using key factors 
to describe a model. 
 Many CAD software (e.g. SolidWorks) utilize already 
since 3 decades geometric and numeric key factors 
but also constraints to determine a shape. 
Constraints are descriptive key factor values that 
define what the model could not be, so that finally 
only one shape remains that suits the attributes 
defined. 
 
Both morphological algorithms and generative 
systems are strongly associated with the application 
of computing software in overtaking the tremendous 
calculating of key factors and their relationships.  
Their differences are mostly in the manifestation of 
APS5 steps in a classic research-through-design 
demonstration: while in GD the matrix is built to find 
maximum design solutions and ranking best ones 
(ASP), in morphological analysis the aim is to find 




                                                             
4 Although discussing parametric modelling in detail would take us away from the main route of the research, we 
however find interesting cognitive and epistemological linkage between the MA approach and relatively older and 
more established approaches of parametric modelling such as Parametric Design procedures (Hernandez, 2006) and 
Parametric Design Thinking (Oxman, 1997; Oxman & Gu, 2015).  
5 Analysis, Projection, Synthesis (see Chow & Jonas, 2009) 
populating scenarios 







Fig. 2   Morphological Analysis vs Generative Design , Matrix-based 
approaches in design and foresight research 
Populating ideas 
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2.1. Morphological Analysis in Innovation Management 
Although MA has been invented rather for developing scenarios in foresight research, there are still a 
notable number of studies applying the tool in supporting the creativity in a design practice. An pioneering 
attempt is performed by Zwicky (1967) using MA for designing jet engines. He argued that a requirement 
for designing novel concepts is having a bird's-eye view over the entire solution space.  
Nonetheless, a laƌgeƌ solutioŶ spaĐe doesŶ’t ŶeĐessaƌilǇ lead to optiŵized desigŶs aŶd ĐaŶ even cause extra 
confusion and inefficiency. Questions on how to identify promising combinations from a MA matrix is for 
example reflected in Card et al. (1991). They discuss different filtering algorithms and propose that splitting 
the solution space to regions of interests and investigating regionally could reduce the time needed for 
judging all solutions.  
 
Alike other CAD instruments, MA tools are considered as auxiliary means and merely serve the generation 
of raw possibilities and not a projection of novel designs or revolutionary ideas. TheǇ ǁoŶ’t geŶeƌate aŶǇ 
creativity value on themselves. Still they enable the designer to systematize the ideation process and 
optimize the results by delivering quantitatively as many solutions as possible. Some researchers however 
adǀoĐate the idea that MA is ŵoƌe thaŶ a ŵeƌe ͞ŵoƌphologiĐal boǆ͟ aŶd ĐaŶ aĐtiǀelǇ ĐoŶtƌiďute to a 
creative process (e.g. Dartnall & Johnston 2004 & 2005, Seidenstricker et al. 2014). 
 
 
2.2. Computation of MA 
Methods suggesting the usage of computation foƌ suppoƌtiŶg huŵaŶ’s Đƌeatiǀe ƌepeƌtoiƌe iŶ taĐkliŶg 
wicked problems have been suggested in many innovation-demanded disciplines (see for example Nordin 
et al., 2011; Strobbe et al., 2011). Computation can drastically increase the quantity of  mathematically 
possible configurations (concepts, scenarios, solutions etc.). 
  
Nonetheless, the huge quantity of generated solutions will still need to be evaluated and compared for the 
fiŶal deĐisioŶ. This ĐaŶ ͞place a significant cognitive burden on the designer͟ aŶd is ĐoŶsideƌed ďǇ a seƌies 
of researchers as a combined advantage and issue (Krish, 2011; von Buelow, 2002). 
 
Another crucial aspect of conventional creative design that CAD researchers struggle to simulate is the 
reflection of the designer to already existing designs: How can a CAD algorithm distinguish novel ideas from 
a bunch of old ones?  This intuitive cognitive structure is the essence of classic innovation management 
that eǀolǀes the desigŶeƌ’s iŶputs iŶto fuƌtheƌ iŶspiƌatioŶs. 
 
Dartnall and Johnston for example applied a MA approach in a creative process of designing water pumps 
and realized that many settings, generated by the visualizing of the configuration, are already existing 
products or registered patents that for any reason have never become a finished product(J. Dartnall & 
Johnston, 2004). They received this as a positive indicator showing morphological matrix is properly 
arranged and is capable of generating concepts (since patents are well elaborated novel designs). Besides, 
enough non-patented concepts will still remain for further reflections. On this ground, we can argue that a 
MA matrix can contribute actively in a design process via: 
1. Preventing the process of being a haphazard practice: unlike a designer who may conclude with a 
few concepts based on his talents and biases, MA indeed illustrates all possible designs including 
those already available, and in this way, MA illuminates design gaps that had never been detected 
yet and worth to assess. 
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2. Enabling decision-makers to decide between evolutionary or revolutionary ideas: Within a MA 
matrix, combinations of those middle-range variables most likely will deliver conservatively only 
new configurations (or evolutions) of already existing designs, whilst marginal variables in the list 
and those extreme indicators will lead to revolutionary and totally novel ideas. This will enable 
operators to actively rethink their decisions during the iterations. 
 
2.3. Delphi Inquiry 
Delphi is an established method in the foresight research with known advantages and disadvantages (see 
for example Goodman, 1987; Hasson, Keeney, & McKenna, 2000; Malhotra et al., 2014). The technique 
utilizes expert opinion to support decision making mostly on future-related questions. It employs consensus 
knowledge for providing sufficient awareness of an interdisciplinary case or when other data collection 
methods are not available. (For instance, field research can deliver a synthesizable data about the demands 
of the youths of today, but will be incapable of researching those youths who will exist 20 years from now.) 
 
An incorporation of Delphi method in design-related scenario inquiries for increasing the creativity value 
was first suggested by Nowack (2011). His view rest on Kahn's (1962)  emphasis on the importance of 
foƌeĐasteƌs’ ĐƌeatiǀitǇ aŶd geŶius iŶ "thiŶkiŶg the uŶthiŶkaďle" foƌ aĐhieǀiŶg ŵeaningful scenarios. Nowack 
ƌaises the ƋuestioŶ ǁhat if the foƌeĐasteƌ doesŶ’t possess KahŶ’s ŵeŶtioŶed geŶius.  He theŶ eǆaŵiŶes aŶd 
concludes that consensus knowledge can improve the quality of outputs in terms of generating creative 
but at the same time credible and objective scenarios. 
 
Depending on the typology and the purposes of the scenario research, the intervention point and intensity 
of the expert knowledge should be adjusted when planning the research scheme. Most researchers 
differentiate scenario approaches in three categories: predictive, explorative and normative, referring to 
the eǆpeƌt’s attitude toǁaƌds the eǆpeĐted sĐeŶaƌios. ͞What ǁill happeŶ? What ĐaŶ happeŶ? AŶd hoǁ ĐaŶ 
a speĐifiĐ taƌget ďe ƌeaĐhed?͟ ( Dreborg 2004; see also Börjeson et al. 2006; De Smedt et al. 2013). 
 
In future-oriented systemic design, the objective is rather approximating to definition of explorative future 
studies. Considering this assumption, a Delphi technique can contribute to the morphological research in 
coping with following sub processes: 
1- Determining the design factors 
2- Determining External influence factors and trends 
3- Judging cross-factors interactions  
4- Converting configurations to scenarios or to designs 
 
 
2.4. Designing the Future on the Basis of Mega-trends 
Mega-trends are long-term all-encompassing transformation processes.  In foresight research, trends are 
factual maps indicating an evolutionary transformation of things and thus the most reliable and probable 
state of future. In this context, mega-trends differ from other trends in two aspects: first, they cover a 
time-horizon of at least 15 years, some of which existent in the present with perceptible demonstrable 
indicators. Second, they act universal, transmitting interconnected social, cultural, political and economic 
transformations over the world, causing sustainable (mostly irreversible) global changes (Von Groddeck & 
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Schwarz, 2013; Z_punkt, 2014). Because of their reliability and long-lasting effect, mega-trends are 
understood in foresight research as a reliable source of innovation and strategic planning. 
 
However, there are two points that distinguish a designerly approach towards mega-trends from a 
strategic planning approach:  Design practitioners are better skilled in synthesizing and converting multi-dimensional 
transformation implications in (for co-researchers) conceivable visual information.  The creativity reservoir inherent in design methods often enables the practitioners not to follow 
mega-trends to predict the future but to process mega-trends to design the future and generate 
new values.  
The later one is a notable advantage, since similar solution-oriented approaches from other disciplines 
such as backcasting are criticized for being heavily dependent on different assumptions and therefore 
delivering impractical results, when the future event upon which the solution is delivered, does not occur 
as predicted. The designer in return avoids often predicting the future and envisions instead analogue 
worlds in which, a wished service or product possibility could exist either within a linier or nonlinear 
development of future trends. Thus, his solutioŶs ǁoŶ’t ďeĐoŵe falsified ďǇ either projection of the 
future. 
 
However, the process of evaluating mega-trends and generating scenarios in design research is normative 
aŶd stƌoŶglǇ ďiased to ƌeseaƌĐheƌ’s ;desigŶeƌ’sͿ ǀiewpoints (Fehr & Jonas, 2013). The role and impact of 
researcher has been the subject of controversy and discussion. While huŵaŶ’s ĐƌeatiǀitǇ aŶd 
interpretation-skills are essential to an innovative scenario process, the biasing impact and also his 
limitation in understanding the complexity in the interaction between mega-trends will cause the results 
to be disputable in terms of reliability ( see Schoemaker 1993; Busenitz & Barney 1997; Nowack et al. 
2011). 
 
In respond to this insufficiency, some researchers have suggested a hybrid usage of CAD algorithms and 
human innovation to be the optimal solution. Struggles for an entire substitution of researchers 
;desigŶeƌ’sͿ ƌole ǁith Đoŵputer intelligence has failed in the past few decades (see2.2; see KAN & Gero 
2008; Salim & Burry 2010). 
 
 
2.5. Scenarios as the Conveyer of Innovation 
Scenario-generation seems to be a practice, standing at the fuzzy border between creative design and 
foresight research. In foresight research there is not one future but multiple probable futures, hence 
developing scenarios is a widespread tool in this area of science. A good scenario can capture pathways 
and sources of changes from a complex phenomenon and provides new material to think (Schoemaker, 
1993). In most future research cases, the process of generating scenarios demands a certain level of human 
innovation as the input data postulated for building a vision for tomorrow are fuzzy, uncertain and hardly 
processable via scientific methods.  
 
Perhaps estimating the future has proven to be less useful in strategic forecasting, than opening up the 
discourse for an innovative exploration of perspectives and possibilities in the context of utopian still 
reachable concepts. Huss (1988) sees developing scenarios more important than the act of foresighting 
itself. EspeĐiallǇ iŶ the ĐoŶteǆt of Đoƌpoƌate plaŶŶiŶg, sĐeŶaƌios ǁill ͞ assist ŵaŶageŵeŶt Ŷot oŶlǇ iŶ ƌeaĐtiŶg 
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to future conditions, but more importantly in developing strategies which can proactively change these 
ĐoŶditioŶs.͟ Evans (2004) aƌgues that futuƌe sĐeŶaƌios ofteŶ ĐoŶǀeǇ ͞stoƌies͟ ƌatheƌ thaŶ faĐts. The fuƌtheƌ 
the perspective we are looking at, the less defined our factual information, the fuzzier our insight will 
become. Here visual iŶfoƌŵatioŶ ƌeŵaiŶs aŶ esseŶtial ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ ŵediuŵ aŶd this is ǁheƌe desigŶeƌ’s 
strengths often lie.  
 
The notion of design has been widely used in the foresight research community to imply this innovation 
part of conjecturing foreseeable and unforeseeable future. For example Aaltonen (2010) compares 
multiple foresight techniques and differentiates between ͞design” and ͞emergence” within the landscape 
of innovation-centred foresight teĐhŶiƋues. ͞DesigŶ͟ eŶĐoŵpasses all known engineering and systemic 
(system thinking) approaches. Design is also person-oriented and the quality of their outputs depends 
theƌefoƌe oŶ the desigŶeƌs’ skills ͞to staŶd outside the sǇsteŵ aŶd desigŶ the sǇsteŵ as a ǁhole͟. 
EŵeƌgeŶĐe iŶ ĐoŶtƌast ͞eŵeƌges͟ ǀia a ĐolleĐtiǀe ĐollaďoƌatioŶ of aĐtoƌs (experts/stakeholders) with local 





Based on this definition, the Delphi teĐhŶiƋue eŶƌiĐhes the ͞desigŶ͟ ƋualitǇ of ŵoƌphologiĐal aŶalǇsis.  
Morphological analysis in return increases the possibility of the Delphi panellists to capture new insights 
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3. Matrix-based Delphi, a Generic Solution  
As discussed in the previous section, future-oriented systemic design is a research area with 
multiple theoretical and procedural obstacles. We also discussed that a Morphological Analysis, a 
Delphi survey and a design expertise can each partially cover some of these problems. Multiple 
issues such as lack of comprehensiveness, operators biasing or lack of sufficient knowledge were 
referred to .  





Non-existent user (User research infeasibility)  Delphi 
Solution space comprehensiveness (covering maximum 
possible concepts)  
Morphological Analysis, Computation 
Designers biasing (human factors e.g. background, talent or 
personal preferences)  
Delphi 
DesigŶeƌ’s insufficient domain knowledge (multidisciplinary 
domains)  
Consensus knowledge 
Dynamic key factors (changes in technological and social key 
factors during the development of time) 
Computation, APS iteration  
 




AŶ illustƌatioŶ of a possiďle ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶ of Delphi aŶd MoƌphologiĐal aŶalǇsis iŶ a  ͞Matrix-Based Delphi” 
(MBD) tool is proposed in Error! Reference source not found..  Perhaps the tool can not only be applied in 
future-oriented design, presumably can be used also as a generic algorithm in the wider domain of team-
work innovation management. 




3.1. Example  
To outline the proposed procedure of a Matrix-based Delphi, we carry out an example in the maritime 
industry: 
͞Feasibility inquiry on offering a zeppelin-flight experience on a cruise ship 
launching at 2025” 
 
 
The procedure will be as follows: 
1. A moderator (with design expertise) launches a Delphi round (collecting panellists according to 
expertise requirements). 
2. Panellists discuss and select most important key factors and assign each key factor an index 
(multiplier) indicating the importance or priority of the key factor. 
Fig. 3  Matrix-based Delphi, integrating foresight research tools in future-
oriented  systemic design 
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3. Each key factor receives a set of values6. The values also receive one or multiple indexes 
(multipliers) reflecting feasibility, likelihood, novelty or any criteria concerning the objective of the 
research (Fig. 4). 
 
 
Fig. 4  A single "Key factor" and its 4 assigned values. Both Key factors and values are associated with one or more multipliers 
(decided by respective experts) 
 
4. Once all key factors, values and their respective multipliers are determined, the moderator can 
build the morphological matrix. (Fig. 5) 
 
 
A hypothetical solution (scenario) will be a combination of multiple key-factors, each represented by a 
value. The multipliers that experts have assigned to each key-factor and respectively each value, will 
help the system to calculate and rank most feasible, likely or novel configurations. These criteria are 
decided in advance, according to the typology of the inquiry (design optimisation, strategic decision, 
product development etc.)   
 
                                                             
6
 Values are different states of a single key factor, e.g. different wishes, technological possibilities, event likelihoods 
etc. 
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• However, in the real world key-faĐtoƌs doŶ’t act independent of each other. The existence and 
chronological development of many values is strongly associated to the presence of some values 
from other factors. This dynamic (see  
Table 2) is principally an important driver for the development of innovations and revolutionary 
designs. In the Zeppelin example, the value ͞Ϯ0 PeƌsoŶs oƌ ŵoƌe͟ fƌoŵ the keǇ-faĐtoƌ ͞CapaĐitǇ͟ ĐaŶ 
only exist when the value ͞ϯ0ŵ3 aŶd higheƌ͟ iŶ the keǇ-faĐtoƌ ͞diŵeŶsioŶ͟ oĐĐuƌs. Thus, iŶ order to 
integrate this dynamic in the system in the fifth step: 
 
5. Experts responsible for each key-faĐtoƌ aƌe asked to ƌeǀieǁ otheƌ eǆpeƌts’ keǇ-factors and if found 
one of own values related to an external value, link them together.  
 
This linkage structure will be particularly useful, when during the development of concepts, 
decision-makers decide to grant a value for fixed, all related values will get a higher ranking in the 
index.  
 
Fig. 5  Experts detect and elaborate themselves relevant  Key Factors gradually via exchanging ideas. The results are then reflected 
to the moderator 
 
6. After the system generated possible scenarios and ranked them according to the entered criteria 
(by experts), now the design team can easily convert output to visual information and design 
outputs.  
 
7. If the ƌesults aƌe Ŷot satisfǇiŶg, aŶ iteƌatioŶ ǁith ŵiŶoƌ adjustŵeŶts iŶ the ͞pƌe-peƌŵutatioŶ͟ 
inputs will let the system recalculate the possibilities and generate real-time results.  
The final model of the matrix-based Delphi is illustrated in fig. 6.   
 





Future-oriented systemic design is based on not following the trends to predict the future but to follow the 
trends to design the future. Defined in general terms, matrix-based research is about algorithms enriched 
by heuristics. IŶ the ĐoŶǀeŶtioŶal desigŶ pƌaĐtiĐe, a ĐoŶĐept is the desigŶeƌ’s heuƌistiĐ ĐoŶĐlusioŶ of his 
cognitive perception of the problem space. Morphological analysis goes through a systematic clustering of 
key-factors involved in a system and applies algorithms to populate different key-factors arrangements and 
generate concepts. 
 
The proposed Matrix-based Delphi tries to integrate both heuristic and algorithms in systemic design and 
utilize the advantages of both approaches. HuŵaŶ’s HeuƌistiĐ ;DelphiͿ is effective, highly innovative but not 
comprehensive, algorithms are the opposite (MA), covering the whole solution space but time-consuming 
in delivering clear design outputs. The matrix-based Delphi can be implemented in a CAD application and 
support the process of idea generation (and idea management) in future-oriented systemic design 
inquiries, where a user research is not possible and mega-trends and expert knowledge act as the analytical 
base. The suggested algorithm enables the decision-makers to only focus on the assessment of highly 
ranked scenarios and not the entire solution space. 
 
Fig. 6  The final model of a Matrix-based Delphi procedure 
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In innovative design there are recorded documents attesting that MA can accelerate the visualization time 
of concepts: a single setting (made of one scenario per key factor) in a morphological array is not different 
than a narrative sketch of a conceptual design. The feature is especially useful when large numbers of 
solutions need to be graphically compared and discussed (e.g. aesthetical settings). The later feature is in 
fact the essence of many documented attempts of instructing computers to design concepts based on 
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